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On Aug. 2, the Colombian government authorized contracts with foreign and domestic construction
companies to build or repair some 1,000 km. of roads throughout the country. Under former
president Cesar Gaviria who handed over power to President Ernesto Samper on Aug. 7 the
Colombian government initiated a vast privatization program that included a plan to entirely
transfer the responsibility for public-works projects from the state to the private sector. In the latest
move to privatize public construction projects, and Gaviria's last large-scale act before leaving office,
he authorized a US$680 million program to finance the construction or repair of highways and
access roads around the country.
The government dubbed the program "Ways to Open Up" (Las Vias de Apertura) to emphasize
the opening of the economy to private investment by forging the needed infrastructure to open
up access to the country's remote regions. President Samper's administration is expected to
enthusiastically embrace the new program, since the new president campaigned on a promise
to launch a major public- works program once taking office that would upgrade the country's
highways, ports, and railroads and generate about 1.5 million new jobs.
Under the program, the government will spend about US$200 million to construct a major highway
linking Bogota with the city of Villavicencio, east of the capital. Once completed, the new roadway
should substantially reduce the time and cost of transporting goods from the Villavicencio region
to Bogota. The agricultural zones around Villavicencio provide the majority of the capital's food
supply. The government awarded contracts to three different foreign firms to participate in the
highway's construction: the Spanish company Dragados y Construcciones, Andrae y Gutierrez of
Brazil, and the Italian firm Grandi Labori. The government will also spend about US$50 million on a
project to repair the access roads to the northern ports of Cartagena, Baranquilla, and Santa Marta.
The private sector had repeatedly cited the poor condition of those roads as a major impediment
to foreign trade and thus a disincentive for importers and exporters. Among the other projects
included in the new program are plans to construct access roads throughout the southern
agricultural zones, plus repairs for all the main highways leading into the capital. The contracts for
those projects have not yet been awarded to private companies.
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